The Power of Perceptions. The relation between media images and children and youth’s self-esteem by Op de Beeck, Hanne
The power of perceptions
De betekenis van beelden. April 2014
The relation between media images and 
Flemish children’s self-esteem
Hanne Op de Beeck
Children’s Rights Knowledge Centre
Background
De betekenis van beelden. April 2014
Art. 17 CRC
“States Parties recognize the important function performed by the
mass media and shall ensure that the child has access to information
and material from a diversity of national and international sources,
especially those aimed at the promotion of his or her social, spiritual
and moral well-being and physical and mental health
To this end, States Parties shall:
[…]
(e) Encourage the development of appropriate guidelines for the
protection of the child from information and material injurious to his
or her well-being, bearing in mind the provisions of articles 13
and 18”
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Theory
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Cultivation theory
Media’s influence on how we see children
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How we see children relates to children’s self-esteem
Adults: influence on formal and 
informal support
Children: information on actual and future
roles; information on their own social group 
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Heintz-Knowles, 2001; Lippman et al., 2009
Clark et al., 2008; Luyten, 2005
In sum…
•
This hypothesis is tested with Flemish children 
and youth
Media images
How we see
children
Self-esteem
•Direct (identification)
•Indirect (lowered
support by adults)
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Empirical study
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Empirical study
• Data: Youth Research Platform (JOP) self-
report study 2013 (survey through mail)
• n=2196, age 14-25 years
• Research questions:
– Which images do children and youth perceive about 
themselves  in the media? Do they believe these 
images correspond with reality? 
– Is there a significant correlation between media use 
and perceived images?
– Are perceived media images related with self-esteem 
and if so, how? 
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Media images according to respondents
Children and 
youth in a 
threathening 
situation or who 
are victim of an 
offence
Children and youth 
who commit an 
offence
Children and 
youth who do fun 
activities with 
their friends
Children and youth 
who are rewarded 
because they did 
something positive
How often do 
you see in the 
meda…?
Do you think this 
image corresponds 
with reality?
Children and 
youth in a 
threathening 
situation or who 
are victim of an 
offence
Children and 
youth who 
commit an 
offence
Children and 
youth who do fun 
activities with 
their friends
Children and youth 
who are rewarded 
because they did 
something positive
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Frames from Amundson et al. (2005); child images from Korać & Vranješević (2003)
Media images and (digital) media use
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Every day
Never
Relation perceived images – self-esteem
• Self-esteem scale cf. Rosenberg (1965)
• Significant effects for ‘friends’ and ‘offender’ 
images
• Limited explanatory value: 2.6%
Friends
Offender
SELF-ESTEEM
SELF-ESTEEM
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Relation perceived images – self esteem
• Effects disappear when controlling for:
• Large explanatory value: 46.1%
Self-esteemFuture 
prospects
Agency
Relation 
parents
Relation 
teacher
Grade 
retention
Image 
friends
Image 
offender
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Conclusion
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Conclusion
• Limitation: crossectional data
• Interpretation based on cultivation theory
• Nuance of media ‘panic’
• Effects are small, but present
Cf. Joye (2012): media follow a subtle and innate process 
by building a social climate  that determines perceptions 
and cognitions on children and youth 
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• More information:
www.keki.be
hanne.opdebeeck@keki.be
• The Children’s Rights Knowledge Centre is suported by the Flemish 
Government
• This study was made possible thanks to cooperation with the Youth 
Research Platform
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